"Strategic vision and direction" 1 for the Centre will be provided by a Board, which will include representation from animal welfare, industry, science and government. The Board's Chairman will be Lord Turnberg, Scientific Adviser to the Association of Medical Research Charities (AMRC) and a former President of the Royal College of Physicians. The Vice-Chair will be Professor Paul Flecknell, Professor of Laboratory Animal Science at the University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne.
"Membership of the Board will be agreed by the new Chair", 1 and its first task will be to develop the following mission statement 2 into a detailed action plan:
The National Centre for the Replacement, Refinement and Reduction of Animals in Research is dedicated to the 3Rs -replacing, refining and reducing the use of animals in research and testing licensed under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986.
Replacement is the ultimate aim for the Centre, but for so long as the use of animals continues to be necessary, it is essential that every effort is made to minimise their use and improve welfare. Ensuring that laboratory welfare is optimised is critical for scientific, legal and ethical reasons.
The Centre's mission is to advance and promote the 3Rs in research and testing using animals. This will be progressed by: 3 that such a centre should be established, which was broadly accepted in the Government's reply in January 2003. It is also in line with a report prepared by the Inter-Departmental Group on the 3Rs, 4 which recommended that the CBPAR should be the starting point for the National Centre, and that responsibility for the Centre should rest with the Office of Science and Technology, with its wider scientific remit, and of which Lord Sainsbury is head, rather than with the Home Office, "whose role is constrained by its regulatory function" under the 1986 Act. 2
Questions and Concerns
While any genuine move in support of the Three Rs must be welcomed with open arms, this particular Government initiative raises many issues which should cause concern, in industry circles, as well as among animal welfare groups, if not in the corridors of power of the Scientific Establishment. Placing the Centre within the MRC, and basing it on the CBPAR, which was only set up in 2002, is breathtakingly provocative, and rather insensitive, and could be seen as ill-judged, given the controversial profile that the MRC's Chief Executive,
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The UK National Centre for the Three Rs: Pathway to Progress or Mere Fig Leaf? Professor Colin Blakemore, has with regard to animal experimentation. It could also be the cheapest available option, as all governments love political gestures which require little financial investment. In an ideal world, it would represent pressure on the MRC to do more to get its own house in order, not least by insisting more forcefully on the application of the Three Rs in the work it funds throughout the UK.
It is clear that the balance of responsibility for the Three Rs has moved in favour of science, as represented by Lord Sainsbury, and away from the 1986 Act, as represented by Caroline Flint MP. There has been no indication as to how the creation of the Centre will affect the role of the Animal Procedures Committee (APC), except that the Home Office budget for Three Rs research, currently £280,000 per year and administered by the APC, is likely to be transferred to the new Centre.
The RSPCA has cautiously welcomed the creation of the Centre as a step in the right direction, 5 but Andrew Tyler, Director of Animal Aid, "described the new Centre as a ' fig leaf' to hide what he claimed was the real issue -that experiments on animals were of no medical benefit to humans". 5 Wendy Higgins, speaking for the British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection, expressed a fear that the Centre "risks being hijacked by an agenda focused more on refinement and reduction than on replacement". 6 The early indications are that reduction and refinement (and particularly the latter) will indeed be favoured at the expense of replacement, in what is a rather transparent attempt to take over the middle ground by those who staunchly defend animal-based research at all costs. The Centre will be located within the MRC, with a Board chaired by an adviser to the AMRC, and a Vice-Chair who has made many contributions to refinement, but is not known for his experience and expertise in terms of reduction and replacement.
This concern adds to that already roused by guidance given to scientists in a recent booklet on The Use of Non-human Animals in Research, 7 published by the Royal Society, another pillar of the Scientific Establishment. William Russell, doyen of the Three Rs, has described the booklet's coverage of replacement as "incredibly bad", and its claim that replacement methods "are generally used in addition to animal studies, and do not replace them", as revealing breathtaking ignorance, "when we consider the very many absolute replacements that have already occurred, some of them over half a century ago". 8 A particularly regrettable indication is that representatives of animal welfare groups will only be eligible for membership of the Board if they accept all the Three Rs. Those who accept only one Rreplacement -will not be welcome. As Lord Sainsbury himself is said to have put it, "It is essential that the Board does not become a debating ground. We don't want disagreement about what the mission is -which is all three Rs -so it is very important that everybody signs up to it". 5 Jan Creamer, Chief Executive of the National Antivivisection Society, which, together with the Dr Hadwen Trust, had put forward a carefully considered proposal for a national centre principally focused on replacement, 9 is reported to have said, "We have been lobbying for years for a national centre for replacement. But we can't take part in an organisation that funds animal experiments, because it would be at odds with our remit. Refinement and reduction already have plenty of money spent on them -it is replacement that is rejected". 5 These concerns have also been raised by an RSPCA spokesperson, who said: "The RSPCA believes it is essential that a national centre for the Three Rs is independent of any one stakeholder group, and that there is full and fair representation of animal welfare organisations in its governance and decision-making. The primary focus of the National Centre has to be on replacement of animals in research and testing, and it must have sufficient funding, resources and power to make a significant difference to animal welfare". 10 Not to fully involve responsible antivivisectionists and their organisations in the work of the new Centre would be a retrograde step, given many positive and valuable experiences in the last two decades -for example, in the APC, in the Institute of Medical Ethics working party, 11 and in the Boyd Group.
It can only be hoped that wisdom will prevail over prejudice, and that a way will be found for responsible antivivisectionists to become involved, without having to compromise their own principles. However, the signs are not encouraging, given the current clamour for support for those who claim to be threatened by animal rights extremists, leading to the recent formation of yet another pro-research organisation, Victims of Animal Rights Extremism (VARE). 12 Meanwhile, any attempt to discourage debate should be exposed for what it is -regrettable, undemocratic and, at least in the long run, certain to be counter-productive.
Our Own Reactions
In a way, one of our own greatest fears may have come to pass -that "control and authority would be centralised and concentrated in the hands of the individuals and organisations who form part of the Scientific Establishment, and who already have a disproportionate influence on science policy in the UK". 13 Sadly, it looks as if the new Centre will not be a completely independent organisation, able to function without interference from individuals and bodies which purport to support the Three Rs, but in fact devote most of their energy to maintaining the dependence of biomedical research and testing on animal procedures.
However, this emerging situation prompts us to make the following points:
1. The creation of the National Centre offers an opportunity which must be taken, so we will take every opportunity that we are given to actively support the Centre's staff and its Board. The FRAME Reduction Committee 14 could offer support on reduction initiatives (not at present the subject of great experience or commitment in science or government in the UK). The FRAME Toxicity Committee 15 could offer support on the application of the Three Rs in testing (a subject where the UK currently has an appalling record with regard to influencing international policy and test guideline development, especially in relation to proposals to test for chemicals which may cause endocrine disruption, and to test tens of thousands of new and existing chemicals under the European Union Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals [REACH] system, both of which could result in vast increases in unnecessary animal testing). We also have ATLA, an international peer-review journal covering all the Three Rs, which could be used by the Centre to provide information and to publish its findings. FRAME has much else to offer, especially in the form of expertise and experience, and the value of our positive 35year commitment to humane science through rigorous implementation of the Three Rs, should not be overlooked.
2. We sincerely hope that the New Centre will focus most of its resources on coordinating research and promoting multidisciplinary projects involving those working in both the fundamental and applied sciences, by putting into practice one of the crucial recommendations that we have already made: 13 ". . . there need to be greater incentives for scientists to collaborate with other experts in developing non-animal approaches to the work that they currently have to undertake with animal models. It should be a major aim of any new national initiative on the Three Rs to provide these incentives".
3. The way that the Government has chosen to establish the new Centre appears to have given the Scientific Establishment, together with its many pro-animal research organisations, yet another opportunity to seize control and influ-ence. However, it carries with it a huge responsibility (the oft-mentioned fourth R) to effectively deliver more-humane and better science. Therefore, the Centre will need to be kept under close scrutiny, so that all concerned can see whether it is truly delivering on all three Rs.
One of our fears was that the creation of a National Centre might mean the end of the need for FRAME. However, the current course of events enables us to state with conviction that a strong, active, vigilant and independent FRAME is now more necessary than ever.
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